Perturbations of plasma cortisol and DHEA-S following discontinuation of cocaine use in cocaine addicts.
Changes in plasma levels of cortisol and dehydroepiandrosterone sulfate (DHEA-S) following cocaine discontinuation were assessed in hospitalized chronic cocaine users. Measurements were performed after 6, 9, 18 and 21 days of abstinence. Repeated measures ANOVAs revealed significant time effects for cortisol (P<0.02) and DHEA-S (P<0.001). Changes in the two hormones did not follow the same course. Levels of cortisol were highest on day 6 and then subsequently decreased, whereas DHEA-S levels were low on day 6 and highest on day 18. Repeated measures ANCOVAs were used to test the overall effects of total duration of cocaine use, daily or weekly cocaine amounts consumed, or frequency of use on cortisol secretion. Analyses revealed a significant effect of frequency of use only (P<0.04). More sustained cocaine use was associated with higher cortisol levels and less pronounced cortisol decline after discontinuation of cocaine use, but drug intake variables had no influence on DHEA-S. The effects of presence or absence of life-long histories of aggression were also assessed. Repeated measures ANOVAs revealed a near significant group x time interaction for cortisol, which declined more dramatically in aggressive addicts than in non-aggressive addicts after day 6. DHEA-S was consistently higher in aggressive cocaine addicts, although this effect did not reach statistical significance. There was a noticeable difference in the dynamics of normalization of adrenal hormones between the two groups, with DHEA-S/cortisol ratios rising more dramatically during cocaine abstinence in aggressive than in non-aggressive addicts. In conclusion, lingering neuroendocrine perturbations persist after discontinuation of cocaine use in addicts. Some of these changes could be associated with an increased relapse risk.